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Provenance of natural history objects – 
Determination and documentation using 

the example of the Mineralogical collection 
of the Museum für Naturkunde Berlin 



(1) Museum für Naturkunde Berlin

Short History

• 1781            Precursors: Royal Mineral Cabinet, 

                      Collection of Gesellschaft Natur-

                      forschender Freunde zu Berlin  
and 

                      others 

• 1810            Collections became part of the 

                      Universität zu Berlin

• 1889            New museum building 
           Inauguration by Kaiser Wilhelm I.

• until 2008    Part of the university

• since 2009  Stiftung Museum für Naturkunde 

                       Berlin

                       Institute of the Leibniz-Association     
               

Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin



(1) Museum für Naturkunde Berlin

Mission

„Discovering and describing life and earth – with people, through dialog“

Integrated research museum: Research – collections - exhibition



(1) Museum für Naturkunde Berlin

Collections

• Research collections with more than 30 Million objects
• Collection items: natural objects (animals, fossils, rocks, minerals), 

                              models, archival documents
• Principle of arrangement: Systematic, in special cases stratigraphic or 

   regional

                                 



(2) Mineralogical collection

Minerals

• 180.000 objects

• Minerals, technical products, models, archival 

  documents

• Arranged mainly in systematic order

Rocks and ores

• 70.000 objects

• Rocks, minerals, thin and thick sections

• Arranged in systematic or regional order

Meteorites

• 6.600 objects

• Meteorites, thin sections

• Arranged in systematic order 



(2) Mineralogical collection

Objects stored in cardboard boxes 

together with all available labels

typical for our collection: (historical) stickers



(3) Information sources about provenence

What information sources we have ?

 Object (with sticker)  Label or labels

 Inventory lists  External collection catalogue 

 Archival documents (letters, …)  Publications



(3) Information sources about provenence

What information sources we have ?

 Object (with sticker)  Label or labels

 Inventory lists  External collection catalogue 

 Archival documents (letters, …)  Publications

Where is this information stored ?

- with the object in cardboard box

    → available during object digitalization

- within the collection

    → fast access during digitalization

- within the collection or commonly external 

    → frequently unknown, detailed researching of sources is necessary



(3) Information sources about provenence

Labels and stickers: available information about objects 



(3) Information sources about provenence

Labels and stickers: available information about objects 

Classification

(necessary for

collection database)     Sylvanite from Baia-de-Aries (Offenbanya), Alba, Romania, collection of 
       Martin Heinrich Klaproth

     Spelling of mineral/rock name over time:
       - Schrifterz (M.H. Klaproth 1798/1802) 

     - Schrifttellur (M.H. Klaproth after 1805, J. F. L. Hausmann 
        1813) 
     - Sylvanite (L. A. Necker 1835)

known     unknown Diagram based on 188.901 objects from mineralogical collection data base



(3) Information sources about provenence

Labels and stickers: available information about objects 

Location

     Spelling of location over time:

       - Beresona → Beresowsk → Berjosowski

     - Striegau → Strzegom
     - Schebnitz → Schemnitz → Banská Štiavnica

Diagram based on 188.901 objects from mineralogical collection data base known     unknown 



(3) Information sources about provenence

Labels and stickers: available information about objects

Location

     Is the given location correct ?

       - Crystall habit
                 - Chemical and isotopic composition

     - Variety and chemistry of inclusions
     - Host rock
       

Emerald, Tokojawa, Ural mountains, Russia (Inv.-No.: 2000-8675)  

Gift of the Russian zar Nikolaus to A. von Humboldt, donation to museum

Diagram based on 188.901 objects from mineralogical collection data base known     unknown 



(3) Information sources about provenence

Labels and stickers: available information about objects

Accessioning (name)     

  Spelling and completeness of names:

  - Friedrich Sellow (1789-1831)
     Friedrich Sello
     Frederico Sellow
     Frederick Sellow
     Frederico Selovius

  - Johann Ludwig Carl Zincken (1791 - 1862)
    Johann Ludwig Carl Zinken 

     Carl Friedrich Jacob Zincken (1814 – 1894)

   - Victor Moritz Goldschmidt (1888 – 1947)
                            Victor Mordechai Goldschmidt (1853 – 1933)

Diagram based on 188.901 objects from mineralogical collection data base known     unknown 



(3) Information sources about provenence

Labels and stickers: available information about objects 

Accessioning (year)

  Assignment of names:

  Zincken  

  1791 – 1862 → Johann Ludwig Carl Zincken 

  1814 – 1894 → Carl Friedrich Jacob Zincken

   

Diagram based on 188.901 objects from mineralogical collection data 
base

known     unknown 



(3) Information sources about provenence

Labels and stickers: available information about objects 

Accessioning (type)

 Collecting by staff members 

  (on excursion, expedition)

 Donation

 Exchange

 Purchase

 External collections

Diagram based on 188.901 objects from mineralogical collection data base known     unknown 



(3) Information sources about provenence

Labels and stickers: available information about objects 

Original label

     

Diagram based on 188.901 objects from mineralogical collection data 
base

Handwriting of Gustav 
Rose (1798 – 1873) with
collecting date 13.09.1859

Unknown handwritings (about 50 %)

known     unknown 



(3) Information sources about provenence

Labels and stickers: available information about objects 

External catalogue/collection list number 

     Linking to catalogues or collection lists

   

Number of Old 
Russian Collection 
(1803)

Diagram based on 188.901 objects from mineralogical collection data base

Catalogue of Old 
Russian Collection 
(1803)

known     unknown 



(3) Information sources about provenence

Labels and stickers: available information about objects 

References 

     Linking to publications

   

Rose, Gustav (1869): Über die im 
Kalkspath vorkommenden hohlen 
Canäle. in: Abhandlungen der König-
lich Preussischen Akademie der 
Wissenschaften. Physikalische 
Abhandlungen.1868. S.57-79

Diagram based on 188.901 objects from mineralogical collection data base

Calcite, Iceland

known     unknown 



(4) Determination of provenence

Information sources:

 Object (with sticker)  Label or labels 

 Inventory list  External collection catalogue 

 Archival documents (letters, …)  Publications

Determination of provenance 

needs 

clever combination of all available information sources

and 

special knowledge 

especially about collection history, involved persons, and handwritings

  



(4) Determination of provenence

Information sources:

 Object (with sticker)   Label or labels

 Inventory list  External collection catalogue 

 Archival documents (letters, …)  Publications

Uraninite with torbernite, 
Georg Wagsfort mine, 
Johanngeorgenstadt, 
Saxonia (Inv.-Nr.: 1999-0498)



(4) Determination of provenence

Information sources:

 Object (with sticker)   Label or labels 

 Inventory list  External collection catalogue 

 Archival documents (letters, …)  Publications

Uraninite with torbernite, 
Georg Wagsfort mine, 
Johanngeorgenstadt, 
Saxonia (Inv.-Nr.: 1999-0498)

Martin Heinrich Klaproth 
(1743 - 1817)

Sticker    → Collection of Martin Heinrich Klaproth
Label      → Handwriting of Martin Heinrich Klaproth
                        Location
                        Classification



(4) Determination of provenence

Information sources:

 Object (with sticker)   Label or labels 

 Inventory list  External collection catalogue 

 Archival documents (letters, …)   Publications

Uraninite with torbernite, 
Georg Wagsfort mine, 
Johanngeorgenstadt, 
Saxonia (Inv.-Nr.: 1999-0498)

Sticker    → Collection of Martin Heinrich Klaproth
Label      → Handwriting of Martin Heinrich Klaproth
                        Location
                        Classification

Documents Geheimes Staatsarchiv Preußischer Kulturbesitz  
   →  Purchase of Martin Heinrich Klaproth collection
         after his death 1817 by the Berliner Universität

Martin Heinrich Klaproth 
(1743 - 1817)



(4) Determination of provenence

Information sources:

 Object (with sticker)    Label or labels 

 Inventory list  External collection catalogue 

 Archival documents (letters, …)    Publications 

Uraninite with torbernite, 
Georg Wagsfort mine, 
Johanngeorgenstadt, 
Saxonia (Inv.-Nr.: 1999-0498)



(4) Determination of provenence

Information sources:

 Object (with sticker)    Label or labels 

 Inventory list  External collection catalogue 

 Archival documents (letters, …)    Publications 

Uraninite with torbernite, 
Georg Wagsfort mine, 
Johanngeorgenstadt, 
Saxonia (Inv.-Nr.: 1999-0498)       Accordance in minerals, paragenesis and mineral description 



(4) Determination of provenence

Information sources:

 Object (with sticker)    Label or labels 

 Inventory list  External collection catalogue 

 Archival documents (letters, …)    Publications 

Uraninite with torbernite, 
Georg Wagsfort mine, 
Johanngeorgenstadt, 
Saxonia (Inv.-Nr.: 1999-0498)      Original sample for the description of uranium in 1789 by M. H. Klaproth 



(4) Determination of provenence

Trachyte from Wolkenburg, Siebengebirge

Label with handwriting of Gustav Rose
Collecting date: 13.09.1859

→ Collecting by staff members (on excursion, 
     expedition)

Gustav Rose
(1798 – 1873)

Assistent of collection
1822 - 1856
Director of collection
1856 - 1873



(4) Determination of provenence
Perovskite from Achmatowsch mine, Slatoust, Ural 
Mountains, Russia

Label with handwriting of Gustav Rose
No collecting date given

Question:
Collected on Russian expedition of Gustav Rose in 1829 ?



(4) Determination of provenence
Perovskite from Achmatowsch mine, Slatoust, Ural 
Mountains, Russia

Label with handwriting of Gustav Rose
No collecting date given

      Publication by Gustav Rose about perovskite

Poggendorffs Annalen der Physik und Chemie XXXXVIII (1839)



(4) Determination of provenence
Perovskite from Achmatowsch mine, Slatoust, Ural 
Mountains, Russia

Label with handwriting of Gustav Rose
No collecting date given

      Publication by Gustav Rose about perovskite

Accordance in
- involved person
- location
- mineral
- mineral shape
- accompanying minerals

→ Type specimen of perovskite Poggendorffs Annalen der Physik und Chemie XXXXVIII (1839)



(4) Determination of provenence
Perovskite from Achmatowsch mine, Slatoust, Ural 
Mountains, Russia

Collector: Oberbergmeister Kämmerer, Petersburg

Donation summer 1839 in Berlin to Rose

Collection of Museum für Naturkunde Berlin

→ Donation

Poggendorffs Annalen der Physik und Chemie XXXXVIII (1839)

Accordance in
- involved person
- location
- mineral
- mineral shape
- accompanying minerals

→ Type specimen of perovskite



(4) Determination of provenence
Model of gold nugget from Miass, Ural 
Mountains, Russia



(4) Determination of provenence
Model of gold nugget from Miass, Ural 
Mountains, Russia

Letter of Count Georg von Cancrin 
to Alexander von Humboldt, 1843

Letter of Alexander von Hum-
boldt to C. S. Weiss, undated



(4) Determination of provenence
Model of gold nugget from Miass, Ural Mountains, 
Russia

Producer unknown

Date 1841 – 1843

Russian administration

Donation by Count Georg von Cancrin 1843

Alexander von Humboldt

Donation

Royal Mineral Cabinett (precursor of Museum für 
Naturkunde Berlin)

→ Donation



(4) Determination of provenence
Gold from Sala, Västmanland, Sweden

Label of company Mineralien-Comptoir C. F. Pech, Berlin
Label by Martin Websky (director of mineral collection from 
1873 – 1886)

Collector unknown (sometimes staff members of company)

  Unknown

Company Mineralien-Comptoir C. F. Pech, Berlin

  Purchase in 1882, price 15 Mark

Collection of Museum für Naturkunde Berlin

→ Purchase



(4) Determination of provenence
Topaz from Adun-Tschilon-Mountains, Nertschinsk, 
Transbaikal, Russia

Label with unknown handwriting
Label of company Mineralien-Comptoir C. F. Pech, Berlin

Collector Obrist Osersky

  Unknown

Company Mineralien-Comptoir C. F. Pech, Berlin

  Unknown

Collection of Museum für Naturkunde Berlin

→ Purchase or Exchange



(4) Determination of provenence
Gromanite from Rapid Creek, Yukon Territory, Canada

Label of Herbert Obodda
Inventory list

Collector unknown (may be exchange partner)

  Unknown

Exchange partner Herbert Obodda

  Exchange on 25.10.1978

Collection of Museum für Naturkunde Berlin

→ Exchange



(4) Determination of provenence
Rhodochrosite from Butte, Montana, USA

Label and handwriting by Paul Ramdohr
Collector: Paul Ramdohr
Collecting date: 18.07.1930



(4) Determination of provenence
Rhodochrosite from Butte, Montana, USA

Label and handwriting by Paul Ramdohr
Collector: Paul Ramdohr
Collecting date: 18.07.1930

1926 – 1934  Professor at Rheinisch-Westfälische  
                      Hochschule Aachen
1934 – 1950   Professor at Friedrich-Wilhelm- 
                       Universität Berlin and Director of 
                       Mineralogisches Museum at Museum 
                       für Naturkunde Berlin
1951 – 1958   Professor at Universität Heidelberg



(4) Determination of provenence
Rhodochrosite from Butte, Montana, USA

Label and handwriting by Paul Ramdohr
Collector: Paul Ramdohr
Collecting date: 18.07.1930

Research collection of Paul Ramdohr at RWTH 
Aachen

   1934

Research collection of Paul Ramdohr in Berlin

   1950

Collection of Museum für Naturkunde Berlin

→ External collection



(4) Determination of provenence

Rhyolithe from Strausberg, Brandenburg
(erratic rock originating from Skandinavia)

Label with handwriting of Müller
Labels by Geologisches Landesmuseum

Collector: Müller-Friedenau =
Müller, Hermann (Berlin-Friedenau)

Collecting date: 02.04.1932
Collectors-Number: 812

unknown date

Collection of the Geologisches Landesmuseum, 
Berlin, Geschiebesammlung
      (thin section preparation-no.: G 5969)

transfer ~1946

Collection of Museum für Naturkunde Berlin

→ External collection



(4) Determination of provenence
Calcite (stalactite) from Altensteiner cave, Bad Liebenstein, 
Thüringer Wald

Object with old collection number (Erzherzog Stephan collection)
Label with unknown handwriting
Label of Erzherzog Stephan collection
 



(4) Determination of provenence
Calcite (stalactite) from Altensteiner cave, Bad Liebenstein, 
Thüringer Wald

Object with old collection number (Erzherzog Stephan collection)
Label with unknown handwriting
Label of Erzherzog Stephan collection

Collector/company unknown

unknown

Collection Erzherzog Stephan Victor
 

Erzherzog Stephan Victor von 
Österreich (1817 - 1867)

Collection at Castle Schaumburg 
near Limburg an der Lahn, Hessen



(4) Determination of provenence
Calcite (stalactite) from Altensteiner cave, Bad Liebenstein, 
Thüringer Wald

Object with old collection number (Erzherzog Stephan collection)
Label with unknown handwriting
Label of Erzherzog Stephan collection

Collector/company unknown

unknown

Collection Erzherzog Stephan Victor
 

Erzherzog Stephan Victor von 
Österreich (1817 - 1867)

Catalogue of  
Erzherzog 
Stephan 
collection



(4) Determination of provenence
Calcite (stalactite) from Altensteiner cave, Bad Liebenstein, 
Thüringer Wald

Object with old collection number (Erzherzog Stephan collection)
Label with unknown handwriting
Label of Erzherzog Stephan collection

Collector/company unknown

unknown

Collection Erzherzog Stephan Victor/
House of Oldenburg (after 1867)

Purchase (~1888)

Fabricant Carl Rumpff (1839-1889)
(company Friedrich Bayer & Co.)
 

Carl Rumpff (1839 – 1889)



(4) Determination of provenence
Calcite (stalactite) from Altensteiner cave, Bad Liebenstein, 
Thüringer Wald

Object with old collection number (Erzherzog Stephan collection)
Label with unknown handwriting
Label of Erzherzog Stephan collection

Collector/company unknown

unknown

Collection Erzherzog Stephan Victor/
House of Oldenburg (after 1867)

Purchase (~1888)

Fabricant Carl Rumpff (1839-1889)
(company Friedrich Bayer & Co.)

Inheritance (1889)

Widow Clara Rumpff
 

Carl Rumpff (1839 – 1889)



(4) Determination of provenence
Calcite (stalactite) from Altensteiner cave, Bad Liebenstein, 
Thüringer Wald

Object with old collection number (Erzherzog Stephan collection)
Label with unknown handwriting
Label of Erzherzog Stephan collection

Collector/company unknown

unknown

Collection Erzherzog Stephan Victor/
House of Oldenburg (after 1867)

Purchase (~1888)

Fabricant Carl Rumpff (1839-1889)
(company Friedrich Bayer & Co.)

Inheritance (1889)

Widow Clara Rumpff

Donation (1889)

Collection Museum für Naturkunde Berlin        → External collection
 



(5) Collection database

External collections Information

-Classification

-Location

-Accessioning

-Weight and size

-Preparation

-Storage

-Analytical data

-Archival documents

-Publications

Information carriers

-Text-based contents

-Object photos

-Label photos or scans

-Analytical data files

-Archival documents

-Publications
Uraninite with torbernite, 
Georg Wagsfort mine, 
Johanngeorgenstadt, 
Saxonia (Inv.-Nr.: 1999-0498)



(5) Collection database

External collections

Collection Martin Heinrich Klaproth 
(1743 – 1817), purchased after his 
death 1817 by Berliner Universität 

Information

-Classification

-Location

-Accessioning

-Weight and size

-Preparation

-Storage

-Analytical data

-Archival documents

-Publications

Information carriers

-Text-based contents

-Object photos

-Label photos or scans

-Analytical data files

-Archival documents

-Publications

Collection database

-> Text-based contents

Multimedia database

-> Multimedia contents   

     (Image files, PDF, …)

Uraninite with torbernite, 
Georg Wagsfort mine, 
Johanngeorgenstadt, 
Saxonia (Inv.-Nr.: 1999-0498)



(5) Collection database

Server hosted, multi user 
Access 2010 database 

          in combination with
                                                              Multimedia database Cumulus

Shared collection database for 
Mineral and Rock and ore collections
due to overlap in contents, locations and collectors
Pick-up lists for classification, location and accessioning (name)



(5) Collection database

Status of digitalization: Collection database

Start of digitalization 1995

Mineral collection 161.116 data sets ~90 %

Rock and ore collection   27.785 data sets ~40 % 

Data sets: Effective 31.12.2014



(5) Collection database

Status of digitalization: Multimedia database

- Object photos
    no systematic documentation of objects by photos or scans
   

   Mineral collection 1.209 files
   Rock and ore collection    173 files

- Labels (since 2012)
    systematic documentation of historical or informative labels 
 

   Mineral collection 2.468 files
   Rock and ore collection 6.168 files
 
- Data 
   supplementary, if available
  

   Mineral collection      39 files
   Rock and ore collection      58 files

Files: Effective 31.12.2014



(6) Documentation of provenance

Standard:
Accessioning
- type
- name
- year 



(6) Documentation of provenance

Standard:
Accessioning
- type
- name
- year 

Extras:
- handwriten labels 



(6) Documentation of provenance

Standard:
Accessioning
- type
- name
- year 

Extras:
- handwriten labels
- external catalogue   
  or collection list 
  numbers 



(6) Documentation of provenance

Standard:
Accessioning
- type
- name
- year 

Extras:
- handwriten labels
- external catalogue   
  or collection list 
  numbers
- collection date /
  previous acces-
  sioning history 



(6) Documentation of provenance

Standard:
Accessioning
- type
- name
- year 

Extras:
- handwriten labels
- external catalogue   
  or collection list 
  numbers
- collection date /
  previous acces-
  sioning history
- publications / 
  archival docu-
  ments 

Not all extra data are yet completely atomised 



(7) Summary and conclusions

 Natural history collections: High number of objects stored mainly in 

   systematic or regional order
 

 Object stickers and accompanying labels are the most important 

   information source, especially during fast digitalization
 

 Special knowledge is necessary for digitalization and determination 

   of accessioning 

   (history of collections, involved persons, assignment of handwritings)

 Information about accessioning is partially complete missing 

   (in our collection for ~40 % of all samples)

 Extra data for provenance determination should be gathered during 

   digitalization, if possible in atomised form 

   (collection list or external catalogue numbers, collection date, presence of 

    labels and their handwritings, previous accessioning history, references)  



(7) Summary and conclusions

 Standards for usage of names (classification, location, name) should

   be established, facilitate linking of different data sources

   (in our database actual classification and location names were used)

 Archival documents and publications must be carefully researched, 

   linking between objects and archival documents or publications needs

   in many cases detailed information 

   (author, classification, location, descriptions, matrix information)
 

 Archival documents and publications can extend our knowledge about 

   collection objects, nevertheless the linking is time-consuming

   (attempt of linking is carried out especially for objects with high scientific 

    or historic value)
 

→ Determination of provenance should be based on the basis of all 

     available information sources and can obtain interesting coherencies

→ Nevertheless, due to incomplete primary object data a provenance

    determination will fail for many natural history objects



Thank you for your attention !
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